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today's topic ■' 

Why did they die? 



NEW YORK (AP) — Hundreds of 
members of a religious cult formed an 
orderly line, then took their lives with a 
draught of poison. Shocking, yes. And 
bizarre. But not, say the experts, 
surprising. 

Challenged from without, shaken by 
defections within, the Rev. Jim Jones’s 
People’s Temple swelled with uncer- 
tainty, then “imploded,” experts 
believe. Nearly 400 cultists took their 
own lives in the isolated jungle of 
Guyana, a tiny South American 
republic. 

Some reportedly were shot, but 
Guyanese authorities said most ap- 
parently died of poison. An estimated 
700 others were believed to have fled in- 
to the jungle. The suicides — including 
Jones, his wife and son — died just hours 
after the sect ambushed and killed five 
Americans, including U.S. Rep. Leo 
Ryan of California. 

Mind-befogging though the mass 
suicide appears, scholars on suicide and 
cults such as the People’s Temple say 
they saw it coming. It was only a ques- 
tion, they say, of who and when. 

“Nobody has believed we silly people 
who said it is possible to control people 
to this degree. But it has happened,” 
said Boston psychiatrist John Clark, 
who has studied these cults for five 
years. 



“This is not surprising,”' said Rabbi 
James. Rudin, an Official of the 
American Jewish Committee who has 
written extensively on cults. “It’s not . 
surprising when you consider the 
totalitarian atmosphere in which most 
cults operate.”, 

“Our war, our side — it’s a madness of 
many,” said Dr. Edwin Shneidman of 
the University of California, the nation’s 
only professor of thanatology — a 
discipline named for Thanatos, the 
Greek god of death. 

; These men say that strong, even 
totalitarian, leaders like Jones leave no 
room for their adherents to dissent. 
Often, says Clark, it is this uniformity of 
thought and belief that attracts 
followers : 

“People who go into cults are in a 
state of mind that does not allow inside 
information to enter. They feel safe, 
cozy. They can talk their own language 
to each other. It’s reinforced by their op- 
position to all outside reality — an ‘us 
and they’ mentality.” 

Clark believes Congressman Ryan 
cracked this wall of uniformity when he 
visited the People’s Temple commune 
Saturday to investigate alleged abuse of 
sect members; several members chose 
to leave with him. These events, Clark 
says, “tore apart the cult’s sense of 
certainty.” 



“I think the thing imploded,” he said. 
“You have to understand that there is no 
room for ambiguity in groups like this. 
When ambiguity occurred, when 
something went wrong, they all panick- 
ed and the cult destroyed itself.” 

The ambush and killings followed. 
Within hours, according to witnesses, 
cult members lined up for a draught of 
poison reportedly brewed in a large vat. 

Mark Lane, a lawyer representing the 
cult, was at the camp just before the 
deaths. He said the members discussed 
suicide before he fled, fearing for his 
own life. He said two cult members told 
him: “We are all going to die now.” 
“They were smiling ... they looked ge- 
nuinely happy,” Lane said. 

A California psychologist, who ac- 
companied Ryan to Guyana to try to get 
his daughter out of Jonestown, said 
members of the group rehearsed mass 
suicide and signed undated suicide notes 
before they left California for Guyana. 

One can only speculate about Jones’ 
motives. There were reports he was 
seriously ill. He was apparently 
fascinated by suicide and once led a 
demonstration calling for a “suicide 
barrier” on San Francisco’s Golden 
Gate Bridge. But a more compelling 
question is why his followers were will- 
ing to join him in death. 
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Death 



Bodies of People’s Temple followers fill the meeting hall of the cult’s settlement in 



Jonestown, Guyana, Monday. More than 400 of the faithful members of the controversial 
religious sect killed themselves Saturday following the slaying of U.S. Rep. Leo Ryan, D- 



Calif., and his party in an ambush at a remote airstrip in Port Kaituma. (AP Laserphoto) 
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